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We examine the formation of women’s professional identity in a particular type of male-
dominated domain, the free and open source software development communities, and more 
broadly in information technology. Through an ethnographic analysis of interviews and online 
forums discussions, we find that women experience two types of discrepancies or gaps that 
constitute obstacles in the process of identity formation: an image gap and an identity gap. We 
show the strategies employed by women as they attempt to bridge these gaps; we also find 












Nous examinons la formation de l'identité professionnelle des femmes dans un domaine 
dominé par les hommes, celui des communautés de logiciel libre, et plus largement de 
l'industrie informatique. Par le biais d'une étude ethnographique des interviews et des 
discussions sur des forums électroniques, nous trouvons que les femmes vivent deux types de 
décalages qui constituent des obstacles dans la construction de leur identité professionnelle: 
un décalage par rapport à l'image, et un décalage par rapport à l'identité. Nous identifions les 
stratégies utilisées par les femmes pour surmonter ces décalages; nous montrons que certaines 
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PROFESSIONAL IDENTITY CONSTRUCTION 
The construction of individual professional identity is a social process shaped by 
the interactions between the self and others. In this sense, the self emerges in society, and 
is therefore reflective of it (Erickson, 1950; Burke and Stets, 2005). The self is thus 
defined by a continuing discourse in a shifting communication of oneself to others, and 
identity is a fluid product of cultural circumstances (Foucault, 1978; Butler, 1990).  It is 
through interactions with others that one learns the meaning of one’s role (Burke, 1980). 
Furthermore, most of what we know about ourselves is based on “the looking glass self,” 
from what others think of us (Cooley, 1902). This socialized view of identity implies that 
as individuals take roles in various social groups, they develop multiple self-concepts 
that are reflective of these groups.  
While fluid and fragmented, identity is also a means of integrating these multiple 
self-concepts, and of negotiating one’s role identity in the course of interactions. In the 
process of identity formation, contradictory self-concepts can arise, with negative 
emotional and identity formation consequences. For example, a person’s views of her 
work abilities can be incongruous with the views of her colleagues of those same 
abilities. Both sociologists and social psychologists agree that a main task for 
individuals, as they construct their identity, is to resolve such discrepancies and to 
achieve congruence. Cooley’s symbolic interactionist perspective, as well as his 
followers’ structural interactionist view (Stryker, 2003; Burke and Stets, 2005) suggests 
a dynamic view of identity in which one is constantly adjusting her self-concept as well 
as the standard held by her social group and against which she evaluates herself. 
Similar dynamics of identity construction take place with respect to the formation 
of professional identity. Professional identity comprises the constellation of attributes, 
beliefs, values, motives, and experiences in terms of which people define themselves in a   3
professional role (Schein, 1978). Research in social psychology argues that individuals 
attempt to achieve to bridge the identity gap, understood as the gap between their actual 
state and an ideal, desired state. Whenever individuals experience a discrepancy between 
these two states, they also suffer negative emotions (Higgins, 1987). As self-discrepancy 
theory suggests, constructing the self is a difficult process involving negative emotional 
states and specific strategies for bridging gaps between discrepant self-concepts.  
Some environments aggravate the difficulty of professional identity formation 
because they add the challenge of bridging an image gap. For example, in male-
dominated environments, women’s professional identity construction is particularly 
difficult because it is assumed that one needs certain “agentic” attributes to do jobs that 
are considered “masculine.” Role congruity theory posits that prejudice toward women 
in these “masculine“ professional roles stems from the incongruity that people perceive 
between gender roles and the requirements of the professional role (Eagly & Karau, 
2002). Gender roles are “consensual beliefs about the attributes of women and men” 
(p.574) that include both descriptive norms (consensual expectations about what 
members of group actually do), and injunctive norms (consensual expectations about 
what a group of people should do or ideally would do). Most of the literature in this area 
examined the consequences of this incongruity on others’ behavior (Eagly, Makhijani & 
Klonsky, 1992), and told us little about the effects of this perceived incongruity on 
women themselves.  
In this paper we examine the formation of women’s professional identity in a 
particular type of male-dominated domain, the free and open source software 
development (F/LOSS) and more broadly information technology (IT). We find that in 
this environment women experience two types of discrepancies in building their 
professional identity: an image gap and an identity gap. Through an ethnographic   4
analysis of interviews and online forums discussions we show the strategies employed by 
women as they attempt to bridge these gaps; we also find that some of these strategies, 
while tackling one gap, may also deepen the other. 
  
  Women’s professional identity formation in male-dominated domains 
Male-dominated domains are those in which women represent a small minority. 
The preponderance of men in science and engineering, and the reduction of the number 
of women in computer science and IT during the 1990’s (Margolis and Fisher, 2002) 
have preoccupied teachers, school administrators, policy makers. Many studies devoted 
to identifying the causes of this preponderance have pointed out factors such as different 
socialization of women and men, images in popular culture, etc. (McGrath Cohoon and 
Aspray, 2006). As Ahuja (2002) showed, women face obstacles to their developing 
successful careers in IT from childhood (for ex., they are less encouraged to use 
computers at home and school), to the time they make early career choices (for ex., a 
hacker culture), and finally to their early career (for ex., lack of networks).  
Similar to other minority groups, in such domains women experience a particular 
type of social identity devaluation, understood as the threats to the perceived value of a 
group (Ellemers, Spears, and Doosje, 2002). Furthermore, women themselves tend to 
internalize existing stereotypes about their abilities. Ever since Kanter’s (1977) work on 
tokenism we know that in male-dominated professions, both men and women tend to 
exaggerate sex differences. The consequence of such differentiation based on sex 
category means that women are devaluated by both sexes (Reskin, 1988). In these 
settings, therefore, the development of a professional identity is a challenge for women 
as they struggle not only with a lack of legitimacy, but also with their own doubts about 
their ability to succeed.    5
 
  A role-congruity approach to women’s professional identity formation 
Role congruity theory was developed by Eagly and her collaborators specifically 
to explain the situation of women in domains that don’t fit stereotypes about women’s 
abilities and roles (Eagly and Karau, 2002; Diekman and Eagly, 2006). As a 
consequence of the perceived role incongruity, women experience a gap between what 
they perceive as their professional identity, and others’ perceptions and evaluations of 
women in their professional roles. In other words, women experience an image gap.  
Image refers to the impressions people believe they convey to others (Ibarra, 
1999). More specifically, professional image refers to a person’s internalized, global 
perceptions of the impression he or she conveys to key constituents, such as clients, 
bosses, colleagues (Roberts, 2005). Research has consistently shown that, as individuals 
interact with one another, they often search for cues indicating how others perceive them 
(Higgins, 1996). They also compare this perceived image to the way in which they desire 
to be seen (Swann, 1987). Despite a considerable amount of energy invested in 
constructing images that elicit these constituents’ approval (Goffman, 1959), people are 
often not perceived in the manner that they desire (Roberts, 2005). For example, a 
woman engineer might experience a gap between her perceived professional image (how 
she thinks she is currently seen) and her desired professional image (how she would like 
to be seen).  
  In male-dominated environments, this gap is even greater, and it can take the 
form of direct challenges to women’s presence and work contributions; for example, a 
woman may be told “You probably cannot be the tech person because you are a girl”; or 
she may get unwanted and inappropriate sexual attention in professional situations.   6
Consequently, in male-dominated environments, women resort to specific strategies to 
address this image gap (Ibarra, 1997, 1999; Roberts, 2005).  
At the same time, the image gap is only one part of the challenges faced by 
women as they attempt to build their professional identity in male-dominated domains. 
Indeed, a parallel identity-related dynamic for a woman consists in bridging the gap 
between how she sees herself at present (current professional identity) and how she 
would like to be (desired professional identity) (Higgins, 1987).  
This gap – natural for anyone who wants to develop a new professional identity – 
is all the greater when women themselves internalize the gender-role incongruity 
pervasive in male-dominated domains. After all, as Kanter (1977) and Reskin (1988) 
have shown, women as well as men hold stereotypical views of gender-based roles. In 
these cases, then, women face the additional challenge of fitting an incongruent gender-
role (for ex., F/LOSS developer) with their other, more traditional, aspects of identity 
(for ex., mother, wife, daughter, caretaker). This gap can take the form of threats to their 
femininity and/or professional competency. Valian (1998) has expressed very eloquently 
the double bind in which women find themselves. She notes that if a woman is 
professionally successful, she must either see herself as having masculine traits – and 
thereby run the risk of seeming unfeminine to herself – or as having compensated in 
some way – through luck or extraordinary effort – for a lack of masculine characteristics. 
Unlike a successful man, a woman has something to lose from success: her gender 
identity or belief in her ability. 
Therefore, in constructing their professional identity in such settings, women 
need to simultaneously address two gaps: the image gap as well as the identity gap. 
However, we know little about how women address, concomitantly, both gaps. Also, 
most of the literature in this area discusses the consequences of the perceived incongruity   7
between women’s gender role and requirements of specific professions on others’ 
behavior: for instance, people evaluate female leaders more poorly than they evaluate 
male leaders (Eagly et al., 1992). With the exception of the few studies who studied 
women’s efforts and strategies directed at controlling their professional image (Ibarra, 
1999; Pratt, Rockmann and Kaufmann, 2006), we know little about the subjective 
processes that create and sustain women’s identity. Furthermore, the specifics of this 
process, such as for example, how are contradictory self-concepts reconciled to form a – 
temporarily – coherent identity, remain largely unexplored (Ridgeway and Smith-Lovin, 
1999). Therefore, this paper explores the following questions: 
  1. What are the effects of the two gaps on women’s ability to build their 
professional identity?  
2. What are the strategies women employ to bridge these two gaps?  
  To answer these questions, a qualitative methodology is appropriate. Before 
turning to our data collection and analysis, we present the setting of our study:  
transnational communities of software developers. Like other professional domains with 
very few women (like top management, or Information Technology or IT), our setting is 
largely considered a “masculine” territory. 
 
  F/LOSS communities as masculine domains 
The free/open source software development communities (henceforth called 
F/LOSS) epitomize in many ways a new form of organization that differs in essential 
ways from traditional organizations. These communities claim to be non-bureaucratic, 
egalitarian, and meritocratic, with little to no formal structures and with an ideology of 
help and openness to newcomers; its proponents argue that the appropriate imagery for 
this model of creating software is a bazaar – as opposed to the cathedral model embodied   8
by formal organizations (Raymond, 1998). The free software movement was formed in 
the 1980s, after companies producing software started applying intellectual property laws 
by restricting access to the source code. As a response, the Free Software Foundation 
was created, based on the idea that everyone should have free access to the source code, 
so as to be able to modify the software according to their needs, improve it and 
redistribute it to others at no cost in most cases. The success story of the F/LOSS 
community comprises well-known products such as Linux, Apache, Perl or Gnome.  
F/LOSS participants are volunteers who, for the most part, are not paid for their 
work or services to the community. In principle, anyone with an internet connection and 
with knowledge of programming can participate – contributing code, signaling bugs, 
writing documentation, organizing events, proselytizing, teaching and helping others. 
The vast majority of interactions and coordination take place online, which makes these 
communities geographically dispersed organizations (for more details about the 
organization of the F/LOSS projects, please refer to Kogut and Metiu 2001).  
  For all these reasons, F/LOSS projects claim to be pure meritocracies. In other 
words, one’s status in the community is not assigned by an authority, but is earned by 
every member on the basis of her or his contributions. To anyone who attends an open-
source conference however, the scarcity of women in this allegedly democratic and open 
setting is striking. As a recent study financed by the European Commission has revealed, 
only around 1% of all programmers are female. Most spectacularly, 99.6 percent of 
Linux developers mentioned in the Credits files are male (Tuomi, 2004). This figure is 
even more surprising when compared to the percentage of women programmers in 
proprietary software (approximately 28%). In the rare cases when women do get 
involved in F/LOSS activities, they tend to work on documentation, localization, and   9
other tasks that are considered of lower-status, especially when compared to code 
writing.  
  The difficulty of attracting and retaining women in these technical domains has 
been partly blamed on societal beliefs about the abilities and appropriateness of such 
roles for women. Like the entire field of information technology (IT), F/LOSS suffers of 
a ‘geek mythology’ of the type found at Carnegie Mellon University (Margolis and 
Fisher, 2002). Therefore, researchers and policy makers have thought of ways to effect a 
change in the relationship between women and IT and F/LOSS: educational reform, 
increasing the proportion of women, changing the masculine image of these fields, 
changing the content of the field (Cronin and Roger, 1999).  
Some workplaces have been said to display “hegemonic masculinity” (Connell, 
1987). For example, trade floors display a culture that is highly heterosexual, hyper-
rational, and based on ideals of domination, aggressiveness, and competition (Levin, 
2001). In conclusion, F/LOSS is a context that displays hegemonic masculinity:  
demography, power differences, and societal beliefs, all combine to make it very difficult 
for women to find a place where they could build a professional identity. Some 
workplaces have been said to display “hegemonic masculinity” (Connell, 1987).  
Researchers on trade floors show their ‘culture’ as highly heterosexual, hyper-rational, 
and based on ideals of domination, aggressiveness, and competition (Levin, 2001).  
 
An additional paradoxical element comes into play in this virtual setting. 
According to numerous studies, status effects are diminisehd in computer-mediated 
communication as opposed to face-to-face settings (Dubrovski et al., 1991). Therefore, 
one would expect that women would participate in online communities such as F/LOSS   10
in larger numbers than they do in more traditional face-to-face settings. Since this is 




We are exploring the formation of women’s professional identity via an 
ethnographic study of the F/LOSS community. Several F/LOSS projects now have 
groups specifically dedicated to women: Apache Women, Gnome Women, BSDChix, 
Ubuntu Women. In this paper, we focus on the women in two of the most prominent 
F/LOSS communities: Femmes-Geeks and She-Geeks (two pseudonyms). Women 
associated with both of these projects have constituted their own groups in order to give 
each other support and guidance. Femmes-Geeks is the oldest women’s group in 
F/LOSS. According to the group’s charter, “Femmes-Geeks is a community for women 
who like Open-Source software 1 (a pseudonym for the project), and for anyone who 
wants to support women in computing.” Femmes-Geeks was created over ten years ago 
and it counts several hundred members from many countries.  
She-Geeks was created three years ago. As stated on the group’s website, “We 
seek to balance and diversify the Open-Source software 2 (a pseudonym for the project) 
by actively engaging with interested women and encouraging them to become more 
involved with Open-Source software 2. We will promote women's involvement in Open-
Source software 2 by increasing the visibility of active women, providing mentoring and 
role models, and creating opportunities for collaboration with new and current members 
of the Open-Source software 2.”  
We also analyzed relevant personal webpages of women developers, as well as 
the blogs of women involved in F/LOSS. We also read the white papers published by   11
F/LOSS women themselves, and research papers published on the topic. As evidenced 
by the women we studied, the issues they confront in F/LOSS are similar to the ones they 
encounter in the larger IT domain.   
Participant Observation 
In the first phase of the project, we familiarized ourselves with the F/LOSS 
community: we attended several F/LOSS conferences where we listened to presentations, 
participated in informal events, and talked with men and women about general issues 
related to F/LOSS as well as about specific issues related to the scarcity of women in this 
setting. This topic was easy to bring about with both men and women given the 
strikingly small numbers of women at these events. At conferences, we were invited by 
the women we had met to participate in some of the women’s groups meetings that took 
place; there were such meetings at all the conferences we attended. At one of the 
conferences, we also organized a focus group with seven women involved in F/LOSS. 
The focus group discussion, even though informal (it took place in a bar), identified a 
whole range of issues women have to deal with in their professional lives: from being 
underpaid, to being called a bitch when they are assertive, to accusations of benefiting 
from reverse discrimination, to being ignored because a woman is considered 
incompetent by definition, to being hit on both at conferences and on-line, to not being 
taken seriously because one happens to be blonde and attractive. All of these successful 
survivors seemed hurt and resentful.  
In parallel with attending conferences, we signed up with the women’s online 
groups. For several months we read the messages on the women’s groups dedicated 
mailing lists. Similar issues with the ones surfaced in the focus groups and on the web 
pages were discussed in these online forums, along with suggestions as to how to deal   12
both with the lack of credibility women face in this environment, as well as with the 
loneliness of being often the only female in a professional setting.  
After this initial stage, we decided to collect data in a systematic manner, both in 
terms of the posts on two of the main women’s online groups and in terms of interviews 
with members of these two groups.  
Interviews 
In this stage of the study, armed with a set of questions that emerged from our 
preliminary data collection, we collected interview data using a semi-structured protocol 
focused on the processes through which F/LOSS women build their professional identity. 
We used mostly open-ended questions in order to capture the richness of each woman’s 
experience. The goal was to gain insight into how women viewed their experiences in the 
open source communities. We followed Spradley’s (1979) suggestions and began the 
interviews with broad questions such as “What motivates you to participate in open-
source communities?” or “How does one gain status and legitimacy in F/LOSS?” As the 
interview progressed, we asked narrower questions and clarification questions, such as 
“Have you developed particular strategies to establish professional legitimacy in the 
community?” or “Have you encountered any difficulties that you think you might not 
have encountered had you been a man?”  Following the logic of sampling (Eisenhardt, 
1989), we interviewed a variety of women, with varying degrees of involvement in 
F/LOSS. We interviewed 12 members of this community either face-to-face or via the 
telephone. The interviews lasted between 60 to 140 minutes; they were taped and 
transcribed. As themes started to emerge, we validated them in subsequent interviews.  
Archival Data 
In a subsequent stage, we downloaded all the messages posted to the one of the 
groups’ forums between July 19, 2006 and July 16, 2007. On Femmes-Geeks there were   13
153 messages posted by 65 different individuals (34 women, 5 men, and 26 whose 
gender could not be determined). Women posted 101 messages, men 16, and the 
remaining 36 came from gender-neutral email addresses. On She-Geeks there were 162 
messages posted in the same period; 126 of these messages were posted by women, 12 
by men, and 24 by people whose gender could not be determined. In total there were 68 
individuals participating to She-Geeks: 46 women, 5 men, and 17 whose gender remains 
unknown.  Table 1 presents a description of the data on the two forums studied.  
  Femmes-Geeks  She-Geeks 
Number of posts: 
-  by women 
-  by men 









Number of participants: 
-  women 
-  men 









Table 1. Online discussion data.  
 
Analysis 
We analyzed the data using a grounded theory approach (Glaser and Strauss, 
1967). This approach was appropriate because we know little about the actual processes 
through which women construct their professional identity in transnational communities 
of software developers, and how they bridge the gaps between their actual and desired 
image and professional identity. We analyzed both settings and we looked for 
comparisons across them, as well as across the two types of data we collected.  
Our analysis started with reading the interviews and coding the themes that were 
expressed by our respondents. Both of us performed this coding and analysis 
independently, after which we met and discussed our findings. This analysis revealed a 
whole range of sexist behaviours women were prone to in these communities, as well as 
some of the strategies that women employ and that they find helpful. One surprising   14
finding that emerged from the interviews concerned the importance of appearance (dress, 
make-up and so on) to women.   
  In the next stage, we analyzed the forum data from the two online groups 
(Femmes-Geeks and She-Geeks). Each of us coded this data independently, starting with 
a close line-by-line read of the data (Miles and Huberman, 1994) and following the 
compare-and-contrast method (Glaser and Strauss, 1967). We both wrote memos based 
on our findings, and we met and discussed them. One of the themes that emerged from 
this data was that of emotions experienced by women in this domain. We also found rich 
evidence of sexist behaviour, as well as of the presentation strategies used by women. 
  Once both sets of data were analyzed, we compared the results. Interestingly, the 
main themes of sexist behaviour, negative emotions, and strategies adopted in order to 
develop one’s professional identity, emerged from both sets of data – interview-based 
and archival. Together, these data portrayed a fuller representation of women’s situation 
in terms of their struggle to form a professional identity. Confident that our results 
reflected the views of the women in F/LOSS, we then turned to the literature that has 
studied image, identity formation, and the strategies employed by groups of lower status 
– including women – in majority-dominated settings. The literature then guided a 
subsequent round of data analysis, which led to a more refined set of categories.  
 
RESULTS 
Role-based Incongruity for Women in F/LOSS and IT 
Because we were interested in the subjective experience of women in a context 
characterized by “hegemonic masculinity”, one of our goals was to understand how 
women perceived their situation, and how they felt in this setting. We found that women 
experienced two main types of obstacles in the formation of their professional identity.    15
Image Gap: Sexist behaviour towards women. 
As women enter the “masculine” domain of F/LOSS, they experience a 
significant gap between what they think their professional identity is and/or can be and 
the others’ (men’s in particular) perceptions about this identity. The extent of the image 
gap experienced by women is represented by the wide range of sexist behaviour 
encountered by women with respect to their (real or imagined) intellectual, physical, and 
emotional characteristics, throughout their careers, from a wide range of groups (high-
school teachers and career counsellors, college professors, instructors in technical 
courses, male colleagues and bosses, clients). The sexist behaviour ranges from ignoring 
women completely, to discouraging them from pursuing ambitious career goals, to 
making comments about women’s incompetence and physical appearance, to 
discriminatory acts such as refusing a job because the applicant was a woman, to 
unwanted sexual advances that are actually assertions of power.  
In this inhospitable environment, the few instances in which women felt 
supported and treated as equals stand out even many years after they occurred. One 
woman remembers fondly one her teachers who didn’t pat her on the knee (and hence 
didn’t treat her as a sexual object): “he was a cool teacher”. The extent of sexist 
behaviour encountered by women suggests the formidable challenges women in IT and 
F/LOSS face throughout their careers. The challenge can be summarized as a 
combination of being ignored or, when not, being treated with suspicion and doubt. In 
this environment it takes formidable determination to stick with one’s career choice and 
to develop into an experienced, respected professional. 
 
Identity gap: Women feel they are freaks.   16
At the same time as they confront a hostile environment, women also face an 
‘enemy from within,’ in the form of internalized doubts about their ability to develop 
into full professionals in this field. Part of this identity gap stems from the role 
incongruity women themselves perceive between how they see themselves at present 
(current professional identity) and how they would like to be (desired professional 
identity). As women realize they may have to change in order to survive in F/LOSS, they 
start questioning whether they want to make these changes (for ex., becoming more 
aggressive). Because this type of changes may clash with other aspects of women’s 
identity, they compound the difficulty of building a coherent professional identity. In 
sum, this identity gap has to do with building a professional identity that is coherent with 
other aspects of one’s identity, for ex. one’s commitment to considerate and 
developmental relationships.   
This identity gap manifests itself primarily as women’s feeling that they are 
weird, freakish creatures. The word ‘freak’ may seem strong, but it is the term women 
themselves use; one woman says she almost left IT because too many people treated her 
“as some sort of freak for being technically inclined.”  
One aspect of this feeling is the persistent loneliness women express in interview 
after interview, in post after post. One woman cries out “I feel really alone here in 
Strasbourg, THE CAPITAL OF EUROPE!”, capitalizing words for dramatic effect. 
Women complain of ‘always being the only woman in the room’, and of feeling 
discouraged by the realization that they have come to expect that this is always going to 
be the case. One of the women we interviewed relates her experience at the first F/LOSS 
conference she attended: “But then I went to an Eclipsecon and I was shocked. It was   17
strange. What does strange mean? I felt very much like I was a minority.”
1 As she’s 
about to go to another technical course, one woman expects to be, as usual, the only 
woman in attendance: “I’d be willing to bet that I’ll be the only woman in the room. 
Again. As always.” 
The freak feeling is amplified by women’s isolation: they feel different from both 
men and from other (non-technical) women. While men tend to treat them in a sexist 
manner, non-technical women treat them as puzzling creatures because they can talk 
‘tech talk’: “[I] was looked at by these other women as a “rara avis”, amazed that I could 
talk to “the guys” in their own “weird terms.” Not surprisingly then, women in such 
situations find themselves operating in a very narrow social space. The freak identity is 
aggravated by the negative emotions (sarcasm, disenchantment, anger, sadness) brought 
about by the sexist behaviour described above, and which will be analyzed more closely 
below.  
Part of the freak feeling arises from women having themselves internalized 
societal stereotypes about females. One of our interviewees, a very accomplished 
woman, talks about the difficulty she finds fitting into a field where there are so few 
women like herself: “Most women just try to get by, while I have a real passion about 
creating things, I have specific ideas about what I want to do, I want to create great 
things that change the world and have an impact on people. I think some people think 
this odd. Every once in a while I get bummed out that there are so few women and I start 
wondering if I am anomaly. A friend of mine told me I would have been an anomaly if I 
had been a man. I got very self-conscious about it, ‘Am I like this because I am a 
woman?’”. This example demonstrates the extent of confusion about one’s identity even 
                                                 
1 Incidentally, the present study has been triggered by a similar feeling – and the subsequent theoretical 
questioning – the first author had when attending her first Linux Conference.    18
when she is successful. She’s treated as an anomaly by others (“some people think this 
odd”), as well as by herself (“I start wondering if I am anomaly“).  
Interestingly, even the (only) woman who states that she never encountered sexist 
behaviour starts questioning herself and suspecting that she may be a freak: “I am just a 
stupid person who hasn’t noticed how people treat me, or I am insensitive because I 
don’t care.” Similarly, even the women who succeed in this domain realize that have to 
possess a rare mix of qualities that makes them stand out and exhausts them: “In addition 
to doing the job extremely well, you’re going to have to be brave, selectively deaf, and 
have a thick skin. That’s a lot to as of a person.”  
Some women realize how unusual they felt and how much of a burden it is to 
work in a male-dominated environment only after they moved to a more gender-equal 
setting. One developer who finally found a setting where her identity could develop and 
flourish, realizes how enlarged has her social space suddenly become: “I have the 
pleasure to work with technically competent and experienced women who do not see me 
as a “tomboy” or a threat just because I love my job and I am and act like a geek.” As 
this example shows, the woman finds she can develop more easily her identity in this 
setting.  
We believe that feeling like a freak epitomizes the difficulty of building one’s 
identity in this environment. This is the case because feeling like a weird person has to 
do both with the image the others send women and with women’s own questioning of 
their identity. As a result, women experience negative emotions which, in turn, feed the 
freak feeling. Hence, before turning to the strategies women employ to overcome the 
freak feeling and to build a coherent identity, we will examine the preponderance of 
negative emotions women experience.  
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Emotional effects of these gaps: A predominance of negative emotions 
The posts express both positive and negative emotions (Parkinson, 1985). 
According to the widely accepted circumplex model of affectivity (Barrett and Russell, 
1998), emotions can be categorized along two dimensions, their level of positive or 
negative affectivity, and their level of pleasantness vs. unpleasantness.  In rare instances, 
the positive emotions are strong; for example, a woman is “very happy” about working 
for the first time in an environment were half of the co-workers are women: “I truly find 
myself in an absolutely unique work environment. I am in love with this, I want to stay 
here forever, despite all the RH Enterprise servers :)” In most other instances, positive 
emotions are associated with welcoming a newcomer, announcing the obtaining of a 
coveted job, or congratulating other women’s performance at conferences. Women also 
express their enthusiasm at the information someone has posted on the forum. While 
there are some attempts at humour and emoticons in the posts, some humour is bitter and 
it reflects the preponderance of negative emotions expressed in the posts.  
Indeed, the reader of the posts is struck by the frequency of the entire range of 
negative emotions expressed. Frequently, such emotions are strong. Anger is recurrent, 
and it is directed outside the group, at those who make sexist comments and who 
promote stereotypical views of males and females. This is how one woman reacted to a 
text published on one of the most important Spanish weblogs and which criticized a 
prominent woman: “I got very angry when I read that partial and unfair text.” Often, 
sexist behaviour leads to a desire to respond in kind. For example, women are sometimes 
tempted to lash back angrily and insultingly at clients who ask to speak to a man. 
Instead, women let sarcasm colour their posts. For example, a woman comments on the 
dramatic drop in women’s participation in computer science by debunking a favourite 
argument of the proponents of biological differences between the two genders: “I guess   20
women’s psychological profiles have changed during the decade!” Similarly, veteran 
F/LOSS members express their exasperation at the little progress having been made by 
women’s cause: “I confess to being grumpy and old and tired of fighting the same old 
stupid battles over and over…”  
At the same time, negative emotions that are low in energy are also expressed, in 
particular sadness and depression. Sadness is triggered by the lack of organization of 
women in particular countries, or at female students’ insistence that there isn’t any 
discrimination. One of the interviewees says: “I’ve known very few women who are tech 
and more experienced than I am, which has bee one of the saddest things in my career.” 
They also state their empathy with women show shared their experiences of harassment: 
“I am so sorry you had to go through that.”  
Depression comes up often in the posts, either to describe the effects of one’s 
particular situation, or to deplore the general state of affairs regarding women in F/LOSS 
and IT. One woman reacts in the following way at another’s experience of gender-based 
discrimination: “I am depressed, but not at all surprised. And the fact that it’s no surprise 
really just adds to the depression. (Gosh, we don’t just note that the sexism is there, 
we’ve come to *expect* it. Ugh.)”  
Little wonder, then, that several women express extreme disenchantment with 
F/LOSS and the entire IT field, stating their decision to move to different domains of 
activity. After recounting several disappointing and discriminatory experiences in the 
workplace, one woman writes “My business experience in IT has been really bad 
although my husband and geek guy friends have done nothing but encourage and help 
me to learn. What it comes down to, in my mind, is that my husband/friends are the 
exception to the rule…” Other women are also thinking about leaving the field. “After   21
only 2.5 years in the industry, and even though I like working, I’d quit my job if I didn’t 
need the money. I keep thinking ‘how much worse is it going to get?’”  
From this analysis, we conclude that the preponderance of negative emotions has 
adverse consequences for women’s identity formation. Forming an identity is a major 
developmental task (Erickson, 1950) that continues throughout one’s life. If we 
conceptualize, following Marcia (1966), identity formation as a process of making 
commitments, we see that in this environment some women are led to curtail those 
commitments. Women are leaving the field partly because of the negative emotions they 
experience in a hostile environment. At the same time, those who stay need to employ a 
host of strategies in order to survive and to thrive. 
Before analyzing these strategies in depth, we note that we are deliberately 
leaving out of our analysis one main strategy that all the women use: that of 
accumulating technical knowledge and experience. Our interest is in the factors that 
impede women from obtaining this technical knowledge by keeping them out of the 
community. 
  
Strategies to bridge the role-congruity gaps in F/LOSS 
Women who do stay in the field attempt to construct their identity by employing 
strategies aimed at reducing the two gaps: the image gap and the identity gap. Based on 
our data we identified several specific strategies, which can be grouped in two larger 
sets, or approaches. While the first type of strategies are directed towards making women 
blend more easily into the male-dominated setting, the second type are geared towards 
making women accepted on their own terms, i.e. including the ways in which they differ 
from men. 
“Becoming one of the Boys”.    22
This strategy approach involves a series of behaviors used by women in 
situations in which they want to blend into the dominant male group. The extent to which 
each of these strategies succeeds in reducing women’s visibility in this context varies: 
while some are geared toward avoiding avoid categorization altogether, others simply 
reduce gender salience as women change their behavior and appearance to match those 
of the dominant male group.  
1.  Adopting a neutral email address. 
Because the virtual context of F/LOSS makes anonymity possible, numerous 
women adopt masculine or gender-neutral email addresses to avoid some of the sexism 
described above. In our context, 40% of Femmes-Geeks participants and 25% of She-
Geeks used a gender neutral or a male email address. The reasons for the reluctance to 
reveal one’s gender are very clear to women: avoiding unwanted sexual attention and 
aggressive behavior. One woman in our sample even ran an experiment when looking for 
a job, in which she sent out resumes with 3 names: Joanne Smith, John Smith, and J. 
Smith. “John got a lot of responses. J. got a few, and Joanne hardly got any. I forget the 
exact numbers now, but it was quite an educational experience. It taught me that I’m not 
cynical at all – just realistic :)”. This woman’s experiment confirms what many others 
know intuitively: having a female first name is a disadvantage.  
Other interviewees recount similar stories. For example, after having been 
annoyed repeatedly on an IRC channel by a man who kept asking her if she was cute, 
one highly successful interviewee changed her email address by replacing her (feminine) 
first name with a gender-neutral nickname. Adopting a male or a neutral first name 
reduces the negative effects of social identity devaluation (Ellemers et al., 2002).  
2.  Adopting a neutral appearance.   23
Most women, however, work in real-world settings in which they cannot hide 
their gender under a pseudonym. They go to offices, work with colleagues, bosses, and 
clients, they participate in training courses and in conferences. In such face-to-face 
venues, some women self-consciously prepare their appearance to deliver the image of a 
non-gendered woman who more easily blends into the male-dominated setting. One of 
the more experienced women provides a fascinating account of her series of– 
appearance-wise – transformations throughout her career, in order to match the image 
requirements of various settings. The first of these transformations involved making her 
appearance gender-neutral, in spite of her genuine tastes: “In my much younger days in 
IT…, despite being someone who actually enjoys wearing dresses, wearing makeup on 
occasion, and having long hair & nails (though not high heels or pantyhose – feh!) I got 
to the point where I very deliberately chose to make my appearance more gender-
neutral” The sacrifices imposed on women by such transformations are not lost on them. 
The same woman points out: “Tell me any situation where a guy would feel the need to 
deliberately choose to make himself less traditionally attractive in order to make life 
easier for him at work.” Such transformations require energy and thought from women. 
How successful women are in set aside some of their genuine tastes and inclinations in 
order to conform to the group’s standard remains an open question. As Tannen (1993) 
remarked, there are no unmarked women (while men are unmarked) – by ways of 
dressing, by the ways they are being addressed. 
3.  Adopting a masculine interaction style.  
Some women feel they need to go further in their adaptation to the male 
environment, by also changing their behavior to make it more masculine. Some of the 
women suggest that they have learned to behave differently, more assertively, even more 
aggressively. One woman who has adopted such a style is wondering if other women   24
also feel that “you have to be intentionally more aggressive or more dominating than you 
would naturally be in order to get ahead in your work.” In part, this type of change may 
stem naturally from one’s experience and self-confidence. However, some women 
perceive the need for such changes as burdensome, and worry about straying too far from 
their identity: “I think I am more assertive now than I used to be, but I do not think to be 
more masculine” asserts one interviewee.  
4.  Explaining that women also have good math and programming skills. 
Another strategy that highlights similarities between women and men consists in 
showing that women have as good skills as men. In the forum discussion, this strategy 
took the form of debunking the long-tail-in-mathematics argument. According to this 
argument, the scarcity of women in science is due to the fact that there are more men 
than women at very high levels of mathematical skill. However, women post the results 
of scientific studies that demonstrate that while this distribution is true in the general 
population, it does not hold for women in science; these women actually have higher 
scores than men! By exposing the myth that women are not good at math, women 
conclude that there are no skill differences between men and women in this field.  
5.  Ignoring sexist behavior and comments. 
Several women prefer to ignore sexist behavior because reacting to it would 
increase their visibility and draw attention to their difference. One of the women we 
interviewed said: “I ignore [the sexist comment] or make a joke about it. If someone is 
making these comments like at a conference, you can just say you are not interested in 
and walk away. If I make a huge deal, it’s not going to change their perspective.” When 
talking about the prevalence of sexist behavior in F/LOSS, one woman affirms that 
“women often try to shrug off things like this even when it actually bothers us. The 
reason being that if we show that we are upset, that is often used against us.”    25
 
The strategies analyzed above show that the general approach of blending into 
the male-dominated setting addresses mostly the image gap, attempting to change men’s 
perceptions of the extent of the differences between men and women. This is consistent 
with research findings that suggest minorities adopt the behaviors and values of the 
dominant group (O’Reilly, Chatman, and Caldwell, 1991). For example, Gutek (1985) 
described “women acting like men.” This approach seems to be particularly important 
for young women or newcomers to F/LOSS, who may feel the need to protect 
themselves from sexist attacks while they learn and gain the confidence to speak out. 
Part of this strategy involves ignoring the sexist behavior so that one could stay focused 
on their work: “I was one of the women saying I had no problems at the beginning. I was 
young and stupid then.” However, as this quote suggests, this strategy is not helping 
women’s situation as a whole, or in the long-run, because when women don’t point out 
the sexist behavior, then there’s a missed opportunity to educate men about this 
phenomenon and its consequences; as we will discuss below, even men who are 
sympathetic to women’s situation need to be explained the transgressions so that they 
can speak up against the perpetrators in the future. In fact, this strategy is directed at 
women themselves, as they are the ones changing and adapting to the male world. 
However, these strategies, while somewhat effective (especially to newcomers), do little 
to address the identity gap. Therefore, women also employ other, more pro-active 
strategies that affirm their gender difference.  
 
“Affirming Gender Difference”.  
A different type of strategy seeks to help women become professionals while 
maintaining their distinctiveness. Social identity theory has long stressed that one of the 
ways groups (and especially subordinate groups) affirm their identity is by accentuating   26
their distinctive characteristics (Turner et al., 1984). Groups heighten their 
distinctiveness either by stressing favorable attributes that are different from men’s or by 
capitalizing on stereotypes.  
1.  Explaining why stereotyping is bad. 
Lengthy and sometimes heated exchanges take place on the forums almost every 
time someone brings up the issue of stereotypes. Women point out that the stereotypes 
about women – such as women not being interested in math or science – are more 
serious than stereotypes affecting men because they affect their careers and their ability 
to make a decent living. In responding to a post that points out that, contrary to the 
prevailing stereotype, not all men like sports, a woman answers: “I just haven’t seen it 
affect anyone’s ability to earn a living. One the other hand, I have seen these negative 
stereotypes about women affect many women’s ability to land better jobs.” A man on the 
forum agrees that his dislike of sports has not affected his salary, or advancement. One 
woman expresses very clearly how constrained she feels by not being considered in her 
uniqueness, but only as a stereotype: “I am tired of being the archetype. I am a human 
being, not a representative of All Women Everywhere.” 
Being stereotyped has important negative consequences on the process of identity 
formation. Identity forms largely via interactions; or, stereotyped interactions do not lead 
one to express and develop all the richness one could bring to the world of work and of 
interactions. Conversely, a lack of stereotypes would allow women to more easily bridge 
the identity gap (e.g., in case they want to be geeks, or scientists).  
2.  Explaining that women’s distinctiveness constitutes an advantage. 
At the same time, there are real differences between men and women. Indeed, as 
some forum contributors point out, women don’t have to imitate men, but capitalize on 
their advantages instead. Several contributors point out that women’s characteristics   27
make them valuable in the workplace: “I also fail to understand how technology and 
social skills/services aren’t intrinsically intertwined. I’ve personally found that my social 
skills are far more important than my technical knowledge in my technical career. 
Eventually one does have to interface with other people, even some *gasp* non-technical 
ones.” Another woman goes even further to state that in the absence of social skills, 
technical skills are counter productive: “If  you can’t communicate and work with others, 
being the most brilliant technical person on the planet does absolutely nothing for anyone 
and very likely creates a lot of anger and stress in the workplace.” Through this specific 
strategy, women are combating the uber-geek image and enriching the range of images 
available to a newcomer to the field.  
3.  Adopting a distinctive appearance style.  
Having decided that they possess valuable qualities that are different than those 
typical of men, some women also take on the challenge of expressing their individuality 
in the manner in which they present themselves to others. In women’s words, this 
challenge means “learning to be noticed.” While one woman suggests the use of “evil 
wardrobe bits” that helps one be noticed (and hence address one kind of sexist behavior: 
being ignored), others adopt a feminine style of dressing.  
One interviewee explains that she doesn’t want to give up her tastes in order to be 
accepted: “I am not really assertive but I do not want to change my style…I like wearing 
skirts, earrings, I cook and I’m learning how to sow. I don’t have to be a guy to succeed. 
If I get to a tech get-together, most people assume I’m there with someone. The shock on 
people’s faces is fun. Or when I shop for computer components I dress girly, they don’t 
expect me to know this. I have fun playing around with gender images. I can also talk 
seriously about tech without giggling every second word.” This rich quote illustrates a   28
young woman’s refusal both to conform to stereotypes, and to adopt a masculine 
interaction style and appearance.  
However, it is important to note that a feminine dress style can create difficulties 
for women. According to one post, the appearance of a woman who was teaching a 
technical course wearing skirts and spiky heels – but “nothing that was revealing or 
inappropriate” – caused complaints from students and from management (both 
predominantly male). It seems that a feminine appearance (as normal and as expected it 
may be in other settings), while helping women bridge the identity gap, it may also 
deepen the image gap.  
It is worth noting that the lesbians feel that they are more liberated from the 
constraints of appearance, as they can wear stumpy boots without breaking the image 
expectations that people have about women. Because lesbians seem to experience less of 
a penalty (in terms of image) than heterosexual women, one of them says “Lesbians have 
more fun.” The implication is that lesbians have more freedom to express themselves and 
may have an easier time constructing their professional identity. 
4.  Making use of stereotypes. 
Yet another strategy of affirming one’s distinctiveness is to adopt a style of 
behavior and appearance that conforms to stereotypical female roles. For example, 
adopting a flirtatious interaction style and a sexy appearance may help women reconcile 
aspects of their identity, and it may also help men relate more easily to them.  The 
publication of the 2006-2007 Screen Goddess Calendar caused a stir: the images of 12 
accomplished and beautiful IT women were thought by some to break out the stereotype 
of the geeky girl, and an attempt by women to take charge of their image. However, 
many women developers considered the sexy, sparsely-clad images of women as 
degrading and conforming to patriarchal ideals.   29
  It seems that this particular strategy may work for women whose personal 
identities are close to traditional female roles. For other women though, this strategy 
seems to carry a heavy cost: that of compliance to men’s stereotypes about women. 
5.  Fighting sexism. 
Many women agree that they need to point out sexism to combat it and shame its 
perpetrators, and to reveal it to others who may not have noticed it (newcomer women, 
sympathetic men) who can therefore become more attuned to discrimination. At the same 
time, women also agree that fighting sexism is a dangerous strategy that can lead to more 
attacks and even to becoming vulnerable in the workplace. This is how a woman 
explains the difficulty of pointing out sexism in online settings: “when I do encounter 
sexist remarks online, it is ALWAYS a losing battle to protest about it. As a woman 
complaining about sexist remarks, the response is usually “you’re overreacting, it wasn’t 
sexist.” Though some guys do actually go “oops!” even if they don’t apologize.” Indeed, 
after she criticized F/LOSS’ sexist practices, a prominent female developer was attacked 
in an anonymous post on a prominent weblog. 
It is not only the anonymity of online interactions that makes fighting difficult. 
As a woman explains, when women speak up in traditional organizations, sexism 
intensifies: “[women] become even more of a target for harassment. And many of us do 
not have the luxury of being able to walk out on jobs.” In spite of the risks taken by 
women who speak up against sexism, some are determined to continue to fight: “All I 
can hope is that by opening my mouth enough times that it’ll make enough of a 
difference to someone somewhere so that the next group of women getting into this 
industry don’t have to “manage to survive” but might actually be treated like just another 
colleague with something valuable to contribute.”  
6.  Enlisting the support of men.   30
  A related strategy of affirming women’s distinctiveness is to enlist the support of 
men who are sympathetic to women’s plight in this environment. One interviewee 
realizes that by themselves, women can do little to change the F/LOSS culture, and that 
supportive men are needed: “If people are trolling, there’s nothing you can do about it. 
What you can do is become more visible in the community and people will take care of 
you.” According to another woman, “I’d say it makes _a lot_ of a difference in any male-
dominated environment, if there are at least a few genuinely supportive men in the group 
(supportive to “our” issues, that is), who somehow act as positive role models. In my 
experience, their “aura” tends to have a surprisingly positive effect on the atmosphere in 
the whole group.”  
  The few men who participate to the forum discussions (at least 3 in Femmes-
Geeks and 2 in She-Geeks) express their willingness to play this role: “I very often 
wonder, “What the heck can I possibly do? I’m just one person!” And now I’m hearing 
that just being one example can be a crucial difference.” At the same time, even those 
men who are sympathetic to women’s issues affirm having trouble noticing instances of 
sexism, and they explicitly ask to be helped to understand: “I _want_ to speak out and 
stand up for the women in IT because you deserve fair treatment. My problem is that I 
fail to notice _when I should do it_ :(.” Therefore, women need to undertake the effort of 
explaining why certain comments or behaviors are offensive and sexist.  
7.  Getting involved in women’s groups. 
Many women express their pleasure at being part of the women’s online groups, 
and at the technical and non-technical discussions that take place. Participation in such 
groups helps them make sense of their experiences and link them to those of others: 
“This group shows me I’m not alone!” This feeling of not being alone addresses the 
identity gap that manifests itself in the feeling of being a freak. One of the main ways in   31
which women contribute to the forums is by sharing information about their own 
trajectory and life history. Sharing personal narratives fosters the construction of their 
identity (Ricoeur, 1984; Sveningsson and Alvesson, 2003). They also send links to 
studies done on women in IT and other technical fields, or on differences between men 
and women. Every newcomer is warmly greeted, and a lot of sympathy is expressed 
when women describe their painful experiences. Women also affirm that they get a lot of 
support from the group. Therefore, these groups also constitute ‘safe’ spaces where 
women can express their feelings and develop their professional identity. 
Women’s groups thus provide women with the opportunity to practice a 
congruent identity, one in which a person can be both ‘professional’ and ‘feminine’ at 
the same time. A professional can still have other attributes that are more in line with 
traditional female roles. And ‘feminine’ behavior is not a reason to dismiss one’s 
technical contributions, as this interviewee said: “I make a conscious effort to meet geek 
girls and bring them together. I can giggle and  be cute, but they also know I’m serious 
about technology.” In other words, women’s groups constitute a social space where 
women’s individuality can flourish, and where they can cultivate and develop their 
professional identity without giving up other facets of their selves.  
 
Changing the way women’s distinctive characteristics are viewed – from negative 
to positive – is similar to one of the strategies identified by Tajfel and Turner (1986) as 
used by groups to respond to identity threats due to social identity devaluations. In 
contrast with the ‘becoming one of the boys’ approach, this approach is directed toward 
the others – men and non-technical women.  Instead of asking women to change in order 
to become accepted, this approach educates others about the positive aspects of women’s 
participation. The ‘distinctiveness’ approach goes a long way in helping women address 
the gap between who they are and who they want to become because it is geared towards   32
women’s acceptance of themselves, of their individuality. At the same time, similarly 
with the ‘blending in’ approach, this approach may also come at a cost: it may lead to 
more sexist behavior because of women’s increased visibility.  
  It is important to note that neither the two main approaches – ‘becoming one of 
the boys’ and ‘affirming gender distinctiveness’ – nor the specific strategies are mutually 
exclusive. The same woman may choose in one instance to ignore a sexist comment, and 
in another to assert women’s positive distinctiveness by explaining women’s strengths in 
working in the IT field, and by enlisting men’s help. The empirical regularity that 
emerges from our analysis is that women tend to use the ‘becoming one of the boys’ 
approach especially at the beginning of their participation in the male-dominated field, 
and the ‘distinctiveness’ approach later on, after they have gained experience and 




Our study shows that women face tremendous difficulties in building their 
professional identity in the male-dominated field of F/LOSS and more broadly in IT. The 
obstacles they encounter take the form of two gaps: an image gap (the difference 
between what they think their professional identity is and/or can be and the others’ 
perceptions about this identity) and an identity gap (the difference between their actual 
state and an ideal, desired state). Women find it difficult to identify with the image of the 
prototypical member of the F/OSS community as the proverbial male “IT geek” who is 
more comfortable with computers than people, and who possesses an uncanny ability to 
write code for days on end. For obvious reasons, women feel that this image is extremely 
limited and discouraging. Our study shows how these gaps affect women’s experiences   33
and subjectivities in this context. While a few studies have examined the effects of these 
gaps on others’ behaviours towards women (Eagly et al., 1992) and showed women’s 
efforts and strategies directed at controlling their professional image (Ibarra, 1999), we 
show the subjective processes that create and sustain women’s identity as they attempt 
the two gaps simultaneously. 
  Identity construction is a process through which people integrate discrepant self-
concepts, the achievement of which is an ongoing accomplishment (Foucault, 1978). Our 
study shows how women try to integrate two conflicting images: their self-concept as 
women and the image of the prototypical programmer. The challenge of integrating these 
two concepts is as great as to make women feel lie ‘freaks.’ The F/LOSS context, in 
which demography, power differences, societal beliefs, and anonymity combine to make 
identity accomplishment becomes almost impossible task. As one woman said, “It is just 
too hard.”  
This study shows women’s tremendous resilience in the face of overt sexism. 
While research has shown that our self-concepts come to resemble what others think of 
us (Shrauger and Schoeneman, 1979), we show that women also try to resist this process 
by supporting each other, rejecting the negative images sent to them, and employing an 
array of strategies to build their professional identity. Derks and Ellemers (2006) have 
recently focused on the responses that members from low-status groups (such as women) 
in a university setting use to cope with identity threat and to achieve performance. Our 
study adds to this stream of research by studying a non-academic context.  
Specifically, our data suggest that women use host of strategies – associated with 
two main approaches to identity formation in this male environment, which we labelled 
‘becoming one of the boys’ and ‘affirming gender difference’. The first approach 
consists in trying to “blend in” (e.g. wearing jeans and T-shirts, having a neutral e-mail   34
address) in order to be less visible and thus escape the sexist behaviours. The second is to 
reject the “IT geek” imagery and the attendant feeling of being a freak (a lone woman 
with technical  inclinations), and assert their individuality – either in line with traditional 
notions of femininity (e.g. wearing pink dresses at IT conferences, having an e-mail 
address which reveals their gender), or non-traditional sexual preferences (outing 
themselves as lesbians for instance). The variety of strategies used by women in our 
study echoes Ely’s (1995) result that in male-dominated firms, there was greater 
variability of women’s gender roles than in sex-integrated firms. At the same time, we 
also show the limitations of these strategies. 
This distinction between the two main approaches is not only grounded in our 
data, but it is also a powerful mechanism for explaining the effects of these strategies in 
terms of professional identity formation. In fact, we found that while some strategies 
help reduce one gap, they may also increase the other. For example, in order to reduce 
the image gap, a woman might adopt a masculine dress and communication style in order 
to decrease gender salience (Roberts, 2005); at the same time, that might increase her 
identity gap in that it may bring her further from her genuine tastes (for example, if she 
has what is known as ‘feminine’ tastes), and it may lead her to question her true identity. 
Conversely, when dressing in pink for an IT conference a woman might reduce her 
identity gap in terms of femininity, while at the same time potentially increasing the 
image gap. 
These results cast a skeptical light on the more optimistic literature that suggests 
that if women can manage their image in male-dominated environments things will 
improve (O’Reilly, Chatman, and Caldwell, 1991). At the same time, our results are 
related to the finding that when women are told to adapt to a ‘neutral’ environment that 
is often a field in which a male perspective is implied (Calas and Smircich, 1992). Our   35
study complements such findings by showing the cost of trying to adapt to a male 
environment – by adopting ‘gender-neutral’ strategies of self-presentation for example. 
As Martin has succinctly put it, in such environments, “Whether a woman conforms to 
the feminine stereotypes or tries to assimilate to the male profile, either way, she is not a 
he.” (Martin, 2000: 211).  
The double bind in which women find themselves – in the form of the identity 
and the image gap – may help explain the difficulty of attracting women to such domains 
despite the important efforts made by universities and other organizations over the past 
three decades. It suggests that the answers to attracting and keeping women in such 
domains are not easy, and that changing the environment is not the only answer. Indeed, 
there are currently important discussions about the need to change institutions – as 
opposed to changing women – in order to make traditionally masculine domains such as 
science more welcoming to women (Rosser, 2004). In traditional organizations, the 
impact of gender on a variety of work-related outcomes – pay, pay, promotion, 
satisfaction, and so on – has been has been well documented (for a review, see Calas & 
Smircich, 1996 and Ridgeway & Smith-Lovin, 1999). Research has uncovered both the 
causes of prevalent exclusion as well as their remedies (Calas and Smircich, 1996).  
Our study shows that similar processes of exclusion take place in newer, 
allegedly more democratic settings. Indeed, the tendencies towards sexist behaviour are 
accentuated in the F/LOSS context that is characterized by a scarcity of formal 
organizational structures or policies that regulate behaviour. In F/LOSS, the ethos of 
having as few constraints as possible – from the proprietary model of software 
development and from the associated bureaucratic structures – was the main impetus for 
the creation of these communities. The ‘bazaar’ model of software development depends 
on the participation of as many individuals as possible (‘given enough eyes, all bugs are   36
shallow’ – according to Eric Raymond), and the model prides itself in keeping it open to 
anyone interested in joining in. However, in groups that consciously attempt to escape 
bureaucratic structures, bullying tactics often emerge, a phenomenon that Freeman called 
‘the tyranny of structurelessness’ (Freeman, 1974). Therefore, our study suggests that 
structures and constraints are important means for preventing sexist behaviour.  
  A tentative conclusion points to a puzzle. As we noted above, in F/LOSS both the 
virtual environment and the meritocratic ideology should make these communities 
friendlier to all social groups, including women. However, what we observed is that the 
old culture of the IT world and the mythology of the lonely, socially-inept hacker trumps 
both the virtuality and the claims to meritocracy. Paradoxically, the online context and 
the anonymity it provides facilitates sexist behaviour against women. The anonymity 
afforded by this context, as well as the visibility of all behaviour – every patch of code, 
every bug report, and every comment are seen by all participants – facilitate attacks 
against women. To use Goffman’s (1959) terminology, in this context the frontstage and 
the backstage are confounded, and behaviour that would constitute grounds for 
embarrassment in a face-to-face context becomes possible without fear of retribution. 
While visibility is an important means for coordinating work (Bechky, 2006), it may also 
facilitate the spread of inappropriate, offensive behaviour that is detrimental to some 
groups.  
  The view of identity emerging from our study is that of a fluid variable that varies 
across contexts and stages in one’s career. As Butler (1990) has pointed out, ‘the 
experience of a gendered… cultural identity is considered an achievement.” Our 
informants seem to believe that the ‘distinctiveness’ approach may go a longer way 
towards allowing women to develop their professional identity. However, as we show, 
the ‘distinctiveness’ approach, while potentially more rewarding, may be difficult to   37
embrace by women who are at the beginning of their career and hence primarily 
concerned with creating a professional image that will fit into those institutions. We 
found evidence that newcomers to IT are more concerned with blending in and 
assimilating themselves into the culture (Ibarra, 1999), and less prone to employ pro-
active strategies of pointing out injustices and of asserting their difference. Further 
longitudinal studies are called for to uncover the dynamic nature of professional identity 
development and the changes in women’s strategies over time.  
This type of studies would illuminate the direction women take in constructing 
their identities in high-tech fields such as F/LOSS. What kind of syntheses of women’s 
various identities are likely to emerge? Would new identities find a place in these 
settings, as some of our respondents’ seem to suggest? When they allow themselves to 
express their aspirations of a better future, women evoke images of the 23
rd century Star 
Trek dream of universal equality. Not surprising coming from women who build 
technology, this imagery is suggestive of Haraway’s urge that women embrace 
technology as well as a body – the cyborg – that mixes organic and technological 
components: “I’d rather be a cyborg, than a goddess.” (Haraway, 1991).  
  Finally, two caveats. Our results, as fascinating as they seem to us, need to be 
interpreted by keeping in mind that the experiences and interpretations analyzed in this 
paper are those of women ‘survivors’, i.e., those who managed to stay in the community 
at least until the date of the post and/or of the interview. One woman says it herself: “I 
believe that all of the women on this list have also managed to survive.” For each of the 
survivors, there are many who have left F/LOSS and even IT altogether. Secondly, our 
context may seem extreme in its dearth of women and its attitude towards them. In this 
respect though, we believe that there are other domains that exhibit somewhat similar   38
characteristics that can be characterized as “hegemonic masculinity”: trade floors, 
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